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remember my mother going to the market to buy food
and I'd wait for her to return, my mouth watering
for the stew-hash which I could taste. But she would
return empty-handed, telling us she'd offered candles
to Mary Magdalen at the Church at the other end of
the village and we'd go to bed again with the stale
bread soaked in milk. One day Isobel woke up in the
middle of the night and coughed and coughed and
coughed She spat blood and more blood, till she
brought up lumps of what looked like raw flesh. I
sat up in my bed on the floor and watched my mother
rub her chest and put cold water on her head, but
Isobel didn't stop coughing that night Then she
dropped and my mother gave a piercing cry. I got
up and came near to them and felt sick at what I saw
I don't remember much after that, because I think
I fainted, but when I did awake again from what felt
like a long sleep, I remember seeing Isobel covered up
in an old white sheet and my mother kneeling and
sobbing beside her Then for the first time I knew
what it was like to be dead, for I hadn't seen my
father die. And then they took me away to the
landlord's home next morning and I never saw what
they did to Isobel."
By now he was talking in almost a whisper He
might just as well have talked to himself. Occasion-
ally, he'd stop to sip the drink as he did now,
draining the glass and putting it back only to be
filled up again by me. As he had said, he needed
the drink to numb the pain.